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Introduction 

The Growth of School Security 

Coinciding with the introduction of the school 
system in the United States, administrators, teach-
ers, policymakers, and the general public alike 
have been concerned with the prevalence of stu-
dent problem behavior in school. School officials 
have used a variety of measures to curb unwanted 
behavior in America’s schools; however, concerns 
over specific problem behaviors have changed over 
time. As a consequence, the strategies that policy-
makers, teachers, and administrators use to deter 
such behaviors have also changed. Viewing these 
shifts historically will demonstrate how school se-
curity measures and policies have changed over 
time, thus situating the current project.  

Researchers have shown that prior to the 1950s, 
most middle-class European Americans viewed 
secondary schools as an inclusive system of sup-
port and education with a focus on social mobility 
(Nolan, 2011). Coinciding with this, reports of 
school behavior from the 1930s and 1940s show 

that the primary concerns of the general public 
and school administrators were related to issues of 
students dressing inappropriately, chewing gun in 
the classroom, creating too much noise in the 
hallways, and failing to dispose of trash in a proper 
manner (Goldstein, Apter, & Harootunian, 1984). 
After World War II and moving into the early 
1950s, the concerns regarding problem behaviors 
in schools expanded slightly to include a lack of 
respect for authority, classroom theft, and vandal-
ism (Stouffer, 1952).  

As the United States moved into the late 1950s/
1960s, significant events such as the Vietnam War 
and the Civil Rights Movement highlighted greater 
concern over behavior in the school system. 
Prompted by media coverage of these events that 
often portrayed violence (e.g., the Vietnam War) 
and perceived disrespect for authority (e.g.,  Civil 
Rights Movement), Congress reviewed and imple-
mented national policies on school behavior in the 
1960s (Phaneuf, 2009). Moving into the 1970s and 
1980s, and coinciding with the war on drugs and 
drug-related crime, public attention shifted the 
national concern to the presence of drugs and 
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gangs in schools (Crews & Montgomery, 2001). As 
a result, the “technologization” of school security 
began a swift ascent that grew rapidly into the 
1990s and 2000s (Casella, 2006).  

The growth in zsecurity measures, such as the 
use of police and security resource officers, metal 
detectors, and surveillance cameras, and new 
school policies focusing on behavior in schools, 
such as zero tolerance, did not grow out of in-
creased rates of violence in the school systems 
(Fox & Burstein, 2010; Wike & Fraser, 2009). In-
stead, the rapid growth of these measures and poli-
cies was prompted in large part by a number of 
highly publicized and sensationalized school 
shootings (Casella, 2006; Phaneuf, 2009). Al-
though the general public often expected problem 
behavior in urban schools and schools located in 
neighborhoods with high crime rates (Ferguson, 
2001; Nolan, 2011), the 1990s saw a number of 
highly publicized school shootings that occurred 
in unexpected venues of predominately white, 
middle-class suburbia (Phaneuf, 2009). These 
events ushered in a new era of school security 
aimed at reducing the presence of gangs, drugs, 
and violence in U.S. schools (Casella, 2006).  

Federal Policy and School Discipline 

With the increase of attention given to school be-
havioral issues, the Federal Government and many 
state governments implemented numerous policies 
geared toward protecting America’s youth in the 
school systems. According to Casella (2003), these 
policies can be divided into three primary cate-
gories based on intended outcome: (1) violence 
prevention, (2) gun control, and (3) punitive and 
judicial discipline. As many researchers have ar-
gued, the focus on punitive and judicial justice has 
resulted in a shift in the way school security and 
disciplinary measures are used (see, Casella, 2003; 
Coon, 2007; Phaneuf, 2009). Security measures 
and enforcement are now generally geared toward 
zero tolerance and uniformly strict implementation 
of rules and sanctions.  

Zero-tolerance policies have gained rapid as-
cendancy over the past two decades and have 
greatly affected both how discipline is carried out 
and the security measures that are used in con-
junction. Skiba and Noam (2001) suggest that zero 
tolerance policies are “…intended primarily as a 
method of sending a message that certain behav-
iors will not be tolerated, by punishing all offenses 

severely, no matter how minor” (p. 20). The use of 
zero-tolerance rhetoric quickly spread throughout 
the American education system as Phaneuf (2009) 
highlights; by1989, a number of state school sys-
tems had adopted zero-tolerance perspectives on 
drugs and gang-related activity.  

As soon as 1990, at least some level of zero tol-
erance aimed at reducing school violence was in 
effect in around 80 percent of all schools in the 
United States (Skiba & Noam, 2001). Skiba and 
Noam (2001) conclude that the use of zero toler-
ance and expulsions/suspensions in response to 
relatively minor offenses, such as the possession of 
a steak knife in a lunch box, a boy scout with a 
multipurpose tool that contained a half-inch knife, 
sharing a cough drop with another student, and 
the possession of toy weapons, are common prac-
tices rather than rare events.  

School Security and School Discipline 

The drastic rise of the zero-tolerance perspective 
has seemingly increased the use of physical securi-
ty measures over the past few decades (Casella, 
2006; Coon, 2007; National Center for Education 
Statistics, 2012). Supporting this, myriad studies 
have found increased use of security practices in 
nearly all levels of secondary education over the 
past three decades. As of 2010, nearly 98 percent 
of all secondary schools required visitors to sign in 
upon entering the school; nearly 81 percent of all 
secondary schools reported a closed campus for 
lunch; 21 percent reported using metal detectors; 
69 percent reported random drug sweeps; 76 per-
cent reported security camera use; and finally, 
nearly 55 percent of all secondary schools reported 
using a police or school resource officer each day 
on campus, which is up nearly 25 percent since 
1997 (National Center for Education Statistics, 
U.S. Department of Education, 2012). These num-
bers reflect a drastic change since the early 1990s 
(Casella, 2006).  

Prior to 1997 the use of video surveillance 
cameras in K–12 schools was so uncommon that 
the U.S. Department of Education (DoE) did not 
collect data on the use of video surveillance or 
other questions related to policing and security 
equipment; instead, the DoE focused on actions 
and rules in schools (such as controlled access to 
school grounds). This changed in 2000 as the DoE 
began replacing questions about actions with ques-
tions concerning policing (National Center for 
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Education Statistics, 1997, 2012). Casella (2006) 
argues such shifts in security measures and the use 
of policing technology in the school system have 
resulted in the outlook that school security is a 
pseudobranch of national security utilizing many 
of the same “weapons” (metal detectors, canines, 
random searches, security cameras, and police offi-
cers) as police departments and branches of the 
military. Researchers have argued this increase in 
policy and security has seemingly increased the 
punitive tendency of schools in the United States 
(Nolan, 2011; Muschert & Peguero, 2010).  

A number of mixed-methods and qualitative 
studies have found the use of zero tolerance school 
security measures that mirror those of police de-
partments has resulted in an increase in the puni-
tive climate in schools. In some ways, this climate 
has been found to adversely affect students. For 
example, in a study of 1,159 students, Sobel 
(2012) found that even though administrators and 
teachers supported the use of searches of students’ 
backpacks and lockers, the majority of students 
viewed these acts as negatively affecting the school 
atmosphere without providing an increase in safe-
ty. In addition, Sobel (2012) found that students in 
these high schools saw the random drug searches 
by police officers as violating their rights, resulting 
in higher levels of unfair punishment. 

Other research has sought to explore the rela-
tionship between school security measures, the 
application of discipline, and adolescent outcomes. 
For example, Gottfredson (1989) concludes that 
students who believe school rules and policy are 
unfair also cite those unfair policies as being 
sources of tension in schools. Moreover, Gottfred-
son (1989) and Gottfredson (1986) found that 
“bad” schools are often characterized by a more 
punitive atmosphere and inconsistent enforcement 
of rules. These findings have been mirrored in 
more recent work. 

After a yearlong study of two different schools, 
Bracy (2010) found that the use of school security 
measures, such as metal detectors and surveillance 
cameras, did not result in students perceiving a 
safer school atmosphere. Further, Bracy (2010) 
discovered that overall, students believed  these 
security measures were unnecessary; students were 
acclimated to these practices and therefore did not 
wholly disagree with the use of increasingly “mili-
taristic” security measures. In other words, the use 
of school security measures has been so normal-
ized that students have become desensitized to 

metal detectors, surveillance cameras, and police 
officers in their schools.  Interestingly, Bracy 
(2010) found that the majority of students at both 
schools expressed concern over the schools’ disci-
plinary practices concerning punishment. Most 
commonly, students cited unfair application of the 
rules, a lack of ability to explain themselves when 
confronted by teachers or administrators, and ad-
ministrators who did not listen to students who 
were in trouble as reoccurring issues that coincide 
with a zero-tolerance perspective on behavior and 
discipline. Zero-tolerance school security measures 
allow for strict punishments to be implemented 
even when administrators may realize such mea-
sures are unnecessary or unfair (Reyes, 2006). In 
this vein, Kupchik (2010) finds, “When a punish-
ment seems unfair, an administrator can hide be-
hind the cloak of zero tolerance, as if he or she has 
no choice but to suspend or expel a student when 
really the administrator chose to prescribe such 
harsh punishments” (p. 200).  

Dynamics of School Discipline 

Race 

As with other institutions dealing with punish-
ment, such as the criminal justice system (West-
ern, 2006), research projects have found strong 
racial imbalances in both the application of pun-
ishment (Skiba, Michael, Nardo, & Peterson, 
2000) and the perception of the equality of pun-
ishment among students in secondary schools 
(Kupchik & Ellis, 2008). Prior research has found 
that minority students are much more likely than 
white students to be expelled or suspended for the 
same behavioral issue (Kupchik & Ellis, 2008; 
Jung, 2007; Skiba et al., 2000). Moreover, metal 
detectors, police officers, and surveillance cameras 
are more likely to be used in schools with greater 
proportions of minority and low-income students 
(Devine, 1996; Nolan, 2011). Given the dispropor-
tionate application of disciplinary strategies along 
racial lines, other research projects have sought to 
assess the relationship between school security and 
race.  

In exploring how perceptions of the equality of 
discipline vary among white, black, and Hispanic 
students, Kupchik and Ellis (2008) found that 
Hispanic students were no more likely to perceive 
unequal application of rules compared with white 
students. Kupchik and Ellis (2008) did find, how-
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ever, that black students were more likely to be-
lieve that school rules were applied unfairly when 
compared to white students. These findings sug-
gest there are important differences in the percep-
tion of school rules along some racial lines.  

A number of students have found that black 
students are more likely to be expelled or suspend-
ed due to behavior than white students, all else 
equal (Skiba et al., 2000; Jung, 2007). Moreover, a 
significant number of research projects have found 
that black males are the most likely to be disci-
plined for minor offenses compared to males in 
other racial groups (Arcia, 2007; Verdugo, 2002). 
For example, Jung (2007) found that teenage black 
males were three times more likely than white 
males to receive in-school suspension (ISS) for 
similar offenses, and Hispanic males were two 
times more likely than white males to receive in-
school suspension. The literature on the differ-
ences in Hispanic disciplinary rates compared with 
white and black disciplinary rates is mixed. Some 
studies have found that discipline rates are greater 
for Hispanics compared with whites; at the same 
time, others have found no difference (Gordon, 
Piana, & Keleher, 2000). Another factor common 
in the literature on school discipline is parental 
involvement, which has been found to be a strong 
predictor of the use of school security measures 
and rates of disciplinary action (Addington, 2009). 

Parental Involvement  

Emerging research shows that parental involve-
ment within the school is an important predictor 
of the use of school security measures (Mowen, 
2013).  For example prior studies have shown that 
schools with more visible security measures have 
lower levels of some forms of parental involvement 
compared to schools with less visible and invasive 
school security measures (Mowen, 2013).  These 
scholars suggest this demonstrates that parents 
may not support the use of harsh discipline and/or 
security.  In a similar line, Addington (2009) 
shows that parental support for school security 
tends increase following school shooting events, 
but then decreases as time passes.  Ultimately, this 
suggest that parental involvement may be a signifi-
cant correlate of the adoption of school security 
measures in some schools (Addington, 2009; 
Mowen, 2013). 

In addition, research overwhelmingly finds that 
schools experiencing greater degrees of parental 

involvement often experience much lower levels of 
misbehavior in school (Schneider & Coleman, 
1993) and, thus, lower rates of suspension. It is 
important to note, however, that the same body of 
literature finds marked differences in parental in-
volvement among race and class. Although parents 
across all sociodemographic boundaries cite in-
volvement with their child’s schooling as impor-
tant (Muller, 1998), research generally concludes 
that racial minority parents and parents from lower 
socioeconomic backgrounds are less likely to be 
formally involved with the school (Lareau & Hor-
vat, 1999). For example, black parents have been 
found to be less likely than white parents to inter-
act with teachers and administrations, all else be-
ing equal (Friedman, Bobrowski, & Geraci, 2006). 
However, research also finds that informal in-
volvement, that is, involvement in schooling at 
home such as helping with homework, does not 
vary across racial or socioeconomic boundaries 
(Coleman, 1998; Muller, 1998). 

In regard to race and parental involvement, 
Jung (2007) found that academic achievement and 
parental involvement in school had a protective 
effect for both black and Hispanic students at the 
level of minor discipline. This finding is mirrored 
in other research; the more a parent is involved in 
schooling, the less likely the student is to engage 
in illicit behavior (Crosnoe, 2001; Darling, 
Kleiman, & Larocque, 2011; Wadsby & Svedin, 
1996). However, these protective factors did not 
have any influence on the rates of in-school sus-
pensions experienced by minority students (Jung, 
2007). Scholars suggest that racial minorities do 
not receive the same benefits in regard to discipline 
as white students because they are more likely to 
have been punished severely already (Nolan, 2011; 
Welch & Payne, 2010), and even though minority 
youth do benefit emotionally and scholastically 
when their parents are more involved in their 
schooling (Darling et al., 2011), the same benefit 
has not been found in regard to discipline (Welch 
& Payne, 2010). This means that even though 
there are advantages for all racial groups in terms 
of parental involvement, minority students do not 
receive the same benefits within the system of dis-
cipline and punishment. 

Current Project 

Of interest to the current work, Kupchik and Ellis 
(2008) found that students perceive more equal 
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application of rules when schools employ nonpo-
lice security officers as opposed to full-dress police 
officers. If the students’ perceptions are correct it is 
possible that there may be an important relation-
ship between other forms of school security such 
as metal detectors and surveillance cameras and 
rates of school suspension. In other words, al-
though it is impossible to know for sure from their 
study whether the distribution of school discipline 
is unfair in the presence of police officers as op-
posed to security guards, the findings of Kupchik 
and Ellis (2008) suggest that students at the very 
least perceive that there is a difference. It follows, 
then, that there may actually be a difference in 
school suspension rates in schools employing spe-
cific security measures.  

Given the research outlining the deleterious 
effects of the use of zero-tolerance policies coupled 
with the use of more punitive school security mea-
sures on students (Bracy, 2010), it seems reason-
able to expect that schools employing more drastic 
security measures, such as police officers, may also 
have higher rates of in-school suspensions and 
out-of-school suspensions (OSSs). This may be 
largely a result of an atmosphere that is more fo-
cused on school discipline than schools that do 
not employ these security measures. As prior re-
search has found, it is also likely that schools with 
greater proportions of minority students will expe-
rience higher rates of school suspensions (Skiba et 
al., 2000). Overall, the final question then be-
comes, does the presence of some security mea-
sures artificially increase the use of in-school and 
out-of-school suspensions? 

Although a number of important studies have 
investigated the relationship between school disci-
plinary rules and practices and the impacts of 
school security measures on the overall well-being 
of students, little research has sought to explore 
the relationship between specific school security 
measures and overall suspension rates, controlling 
for actual levels of delinquency within the school. 
Following a review of the literature, I hypothesize 
that schools employing security guards and metal 
detectors, which represent the most visible and 
newest forms of security (see Casella, 2006), will 
exhibit greater in-school, out-of-school, and over-
all suspension rates. Further, schools with greater 
proportions of black and Hispanic students will 

experience higher rates of all measures of suspen-
sions (see Skiba et al., 2000), and schools with 
greater levels of parental involvement will experi-
ence lower rates of both types of school suspen-
sions, all else being equal. 

Methods 

The data come from the Educational Longitudinal 
Study (ELS) collected in 2002. The purpose of the 
ELS data collection was to explore factors that con-
tribute to education outcomes among students in 
the United States. The survey administered to stu-
dents included questions on a host of topics such 
as family life, feelings about school, behavior, and 
future aspirations. A total of 750 public and pri-
vate schools were surveyed across 10 states using 
cluster sampling. Within each school, students 
were chosen randomly to complete the primary 
questionnaire; purposive sampling was used to 
oversample Asian-American students to ensure 
that enough data were collected to allow for mean-
ingful analysis (n = 16,127 students).   1

Data on the dependent variable, suspension, 
were collected using an ordinal measure; students 
were asked to select the range of suspensions they 
had received (1–2 times, 3–6 times, 7–9 times, and 
10 or more times). In order to best capture the fre-
quency of suspension rates for each school, a 
dummy variable was created representing that the 
student indicated  they had been suspended any 
number of times. This measure was then aggregat-
ed to the school level and divided by the total 
number of students surveyed for each school. The 
final variable, therefore, represents the proportion 
of suspensions for each school over the course of 
the previous year. Because this measure is skewed, 
with most students having reported never being 
suspended, the natural log transformations for 
each type of suspension are used. See Figure 1 
(next page) for distributions of these measures. 

Data on the independent variable, school secu-
rity measures, were collected through the ELS data 
facility checklist completed by the interviewer. 
These measures included metal detectors, security 
cameras, required sign-in area for any visitor, fenc-
ing around the entirety of the building, and the 
presence of a school security guard. Each of these 
variables was then coded to represent the presence 

To correct for oversampling, sampling weights, derived by the ELS methodologists based on U.S. Census data (2004), 1

are used in the current study (see page B19, ELS codebook).



!6Punishment in School: The Role of School Security Measures

of each security measure (1 indicating yes) within 
each school. 

A number of theoretically important control 
variables are used in my analysis Prior literature 
suggests that the levels of crime in the neighbor-
hood and in the school both impact the use of 
school security measures (Nolan, 2011) and may 
affect the climate of the school in regard to disci-
pline. Ordinal data on neighborhood crime were 
collected from the school administrator, with 1 
indicating very low levels of crime and 4 indicating 
very high levels of crime. Schools without these 
measures were not included in the analysis, there-
fore accounting for an N of 650 on this measure. 
Levels of delinquency and crime in the school 
were collected from the administrator using a 12-
item scale. The scale includes measures of fighting, 
cutting class, drug use, drug sales, gang activity, 
vandalism, theft, presence of weapons, abuse of 
teachers, presence of bullying, verbal abuse of 
teachers and staff, and general levels of disorder. 
The scale has a Chronbach’s alpha of 0.84. 

As revealed by a review of the literature, a 
number of studies have shown that disciplinary 
practices (Welch & Payne, 2010) and the presence 
of school security measures (Nolan, 2011) corre-
spond to the percent minority in the school. To 
account for the influence of racial dynamics on 
school suspensions, my analysis uses variables rep-
resenting the proportion of black, Hispanic, Asian-
American, and other races (proportion white con-
trast) for each school. In order to further explore 
this relationship, I will introduce interaction terms 
between minority groups and each security mea-
sure. 

Socioeconomic status and income have also 
been found to influence the presence of school se-
curity measures and suspension rates, with more 
affluent schools less likely to use school security 
measures (Nolan, 2011) and also less likely to use 
more extreme punishments, such as school sus-
pensions (Addington, 2009). To measure income, 
one parent of each student surveyed was asked to 
provide their range of total annual income (1 indi-
cating no income and 13 indicating income greater 
than $200,000). The mean level of income for each 
school was computed and then aggregated to the 
school level.  

Finally, prior research suggests that parental 
involvement within the school may influence the 
school’s suspension rates. Schools with higher 
rates of parental involvement have been shown to 

be more likely to employ alternative disciplinary 
strategies to suspensions (Townsend, 2000). ELS 
collected data from one parent of each student 
concerning both formal and informal parental in-
volvement with the school. 

To measure informal parental involvement, ELS 
researchers asked parents, for example, how much 
contact they had with their children’s schools re-
garding their child’s attendance, classes, grades, 
and behavior. Unlike previous research projects 
using the ELS data (Peguero & Shekarkhar, 2011), 
a rotated factor analysis was performed on the in-
formal parental involvement measures (results not 
shown but available upon request). This yielded 
two distinct factors: academic involvement and 
behavioral involvement. Factor 1, informal acade-
mic involvement, is comprised  of three measures: 
parents involving themselves with the school con-
cerning courses for their child, plans for their 
child, and programs for their children (alpha = 
0.714). Factor 2, informal behavioral involvement, 
is comprised of four measures: parents contacting 
the school for problem behavior in school, for 
poor academic performance, for school attendance 
or truancy, and because the student was not com-
pleting their schoolwork (alpha = 0.709).  

To capture formal parental involvement, parents 
were asked if they were members of the PTA, 
whether or not they attended PTA meetings, 
whether or not they were involved with the PTA in 
some other capacity, and whether or not they vol-
unteered in a formal role with the school. These 
measures were combined to create an index of 
formal parental involvement (alpha = 0.715). 
Please see Figure 1 (next page).	



Analytic Strategy	


I use separate ordinary least squares (OLS) regres-
sions to assess the relationship between school se-
curity measures and in-school suspensions, out-of-
school suspensions, and combined suspension 
rates. As noted previously, the natural log of all 
types of suspensions is used to account for skew-
ness, making these measures appropriate for OLS. 
Further, prior literature suggests that school secu-
rity measures may differentially affect minority 
student suspension rates (Nolan, 2011). To ac-
count for this, I will introduce interaction terms 
into the models to explore the conditional effect of 
the proportion of minority students and security 
measures on suspension rates. 	
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Results 

In-School Suspensions 

First, OLS regression is used to explore the rela-
tionship between in-school suspensions and 
school security, the results of which are shown in 
Figure 2 (next page). 

As revealed by this analysis, only the presence 
of a security officer is related to higher levels of in-
school suspensions (p < 0.05). The presence of 
metal detectors is significantly related to lower lev-
els of in-school suspensions (p < 0.05). In addi-
tion, the proportion of Asian-American students, 
the proportion of female students, and higher lev-
els of income are all related to lower rates of in-

Figure 1. Sample Characteristics (n = 751)

Variable Mean Standard Deviation N Alpha

Dependent variable

Natural log of OSS 0.074 0.072 748

Natural log of ISS 0.103 0.099 748

Natural log of ISS and OSS 0.097 0.084 748

Independent variables

Security guard 0.493 0.500 746

Metal detectors 0.064 0.245 737

Cameras 0.283 0.451 734

Fencing 0.262 0.440 730

Sign-in 0.675 0.469 741

Control variables

Average income 9.050 1.40 750

Proportion female 0.502 1.71 751

Proportion white 0.571 0.329 751

Proportion black 0.136 0.211 751

Proportion Hispanic 0.144 0.210 751

Proportion Asian-American 0.090 0.156 751

Proportion other race 0.059 0.087 751

Neighborhood crime 1.542 0.867 597

School crime 27.380 6.03 650 0.840

Formal parent involvement 1.246 0.642 749 0.715

Informal academic involvement 1.218 0.522 749 0.714

Informal behavioral involvement 1.039 0.662 748 0.709
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school suspensions. At the same time, the propor-
tion of black students is related to higher rates of 
in-school suspensions. Turning to parental in-
volvement measures, the analysis revealed that in-
formal parental behavioral involvement is signifi-
cantly related to higher rates of in-school suspen-
sions; contrastingly, formal parental involvement is 
significantly related to lower rates of in-school 
suspensions. These results suggest a complex rela-
tionship between parental involvement and in-
school suspensions.  

 Next, I introduced interaction terms into the 
model. To create these terms, the proportion of 
minority students in each school was grand mean 
centered and then multiplied by each security 
measure. As revealed by the analysis, only the in-
teraction between the proportion of black students 
and security officers is significant. Because this 
interaction is positive, it suggests that there is a 
conditional effect between the use of a security 
guard and the proportion of black students within 
the school on suspension rates; in other words, 

Figure 2. School Security Measures Predicting School Suspension Rates 

In-School Suspensions Out-of School Suspensions Mean of ISS and OSS

Coefficient (SE) Coefficient (SE) Coefficient (SE)

School crime levels 0.001 (0.0006) 0.001 (0.0005) 0.002* (0.0008)

Neighborhood crime 
levels

0.007 (0.0049) 0.012*** (0.0036) 0.017** (0.0073)

Security officer 0.032* (0.0121) 0.014 (0.0090) 0.017 (0.0156)

Metal detectors –0.033* (0.0162) 0.002 (0.0062) –0.030 (0.0201)

Security cameras 0.006 (0.0083) 0.001 (0.0062) 0.006 (0.0108)

School fencing –0.006 (0.0089) –0.010 (0.0066) –0.142 (0.0115)

Sign-in requirement –0.015 (0.0079) –0.001 (0.0059) –0.014 (0.0103)

Proportion black 0.106*** (0.0235) 0.073*** (0.0176) 0.160*** (0.0303)

Proportion Hispanic 0.008 (0.0215) –0.013 (0.0160) 0.004 (0.0191)

Proportion Asian-
American

–0.064** (0.0242) –0.039* (0.0181) –0.097** (0.0313)

Proportion other race 0.034 (0.0418) 0.010 (0.0312) 0.042 (0.0529)

Proportion female –0.057** (0.2113) –0.042** (0.0158) –0.093*** (0.0272)

Parental behavioral 
involvement

0.018** (0.0066) 0.016*** (0.0051) 0.032*** (0.0085)

Parental academic 
involvement

–0.004 (0.0077) –0.004 (0.0058) –0.006 (0.0099)

Formal parental in-
volvement

–0.022*** (0.0070) –0.017*** (0.0051) –0.036*** (0.0087)

Income –0.014*** (0.0035) –0.004 (0.0026) –0.018*** (0.0045)

Proportion black–
security guard inter-
action

0.120*** (0.0937) – – 0.122 (0.0946)

N = 555. For ISS, F = 12.16, and R2 = 0.266; for OSS, F = 9.59, and R2 = 0.222; and for mean of ISS and 
OSS, F = 16.55, and R2 = 0.330. ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05, and +p < 0.10.
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schools with greater proportions of black students 
and a security guard have higher levels of in-
school suspensions. Next, I explore the relation-
ship between out-of-school suspensions and 
school security measures.  

Out-of-School Suspensions 

The results shown in Figure 2 indicate that no 
school security measure is significantly related to 
out-of-school suspension; however, neighborhood 
crime and the proportion of black students in the 
school are both significantly related to greater rates 
of out-of-school suspensions. In contrast, the pro-
portion of Asian-American students and the pro-
portion of female students are related to lower 
rates of out-of-school suspensions. Similar to the 
analysis of in-school suspensions, parental behav-
ioral involvement is significantly related to higher 
levels of out-of-school suspensions, and parental 
formal involvement is significantly related to lower 
levels of out-of-school suspensions. Again, interac-
tion terms between security measures and race 
were introduced into the model (results not 
shown); no interaction term was significant. Next, 
I turn to mean rates of suspensions. 

Mean of Combined ISS and OSS 

The results of the regression analysis for the mean 
proportion ISS/OSS indicate that neighborhood 
crime levels and the proportion of black students 
are both related to increased rates of overall sus-
pensions. This analysis revealed that none of the 
school security measures are related to combined 
mean proportion suspension rates, and only the 
interaction between the proportion of black stu-
dents and a security guard was approaching signif-
icance (p < 0.10). The proportion of Asian-Ameri-
can students, the proportion of female students, 
and greater levels of income are all related to lower 
levels of overall suspensions. Again, there appears 
to be a notable pattern with parental involvement. 
Parental behavioral involvement is related to 
greater rates of overall suspension rates, but formal 
parental involvement is related to lower levels of 
overall suspension rates. 

Overall, the results of the regression analysis 
overwhelmingly suggest that schools with a larger 
proportion of black students experience much 
greater rates of suspensions compared with schools 
with a greater proportion of white students, all else 

being equal. The only notable finding in reference 
to security measures was that the presence of a 
security guard correlated with increased rates of 
in-school suspensions compared with schools 
without a security guard. Perhaps the most intrigu-
ing finding was that behavioral parental involve-
ment was found to correlate with increased in-
school, out-of-school, and overall suspension 
rates; formal parental involvement correlated with 
significantly lower levels of suspension rates, all 
else being equal. 	



Discussion and Conclusion 

The goal of the present research was to investigate 
the impact of school security measures on in-
school suspensions, out-of-school suspensions, 
and overall rates of school suspensions. This study 
does have some notable limitations; for example, 
the cross-sectional nature of the study does not 
meet the criteria for establishing temporal order. 
As such, this project cannot determine if suspen-
sion rates are higher in schools because of the 
presence of a security officer or if the security offi-
cer is present due to higher levels of suspensions. 
Current limitations aside and given the significant 
increases in the use of high-tech security measures 
over the last few decades (Casella, 2006), this 
study adds to the literature because it is important 
to understand the effects of school security mea-
sures on student-related outcomes.  

Overall, I found only partial support for the 
first hypothesis. Only school security guards corre-
lated with greater rates of in-school suspension. 
No other security measure correlated with higher 
rates of any type of suspension, all else being 
equal. There are a number of theoretical explana-
tions for these findings. 

First, a number of recent research projects have 
found that students have acclimated to the pres-
ence of modern, high-security school measures 
(Bracy, 2010; Kupchik, 2010; Sobel, 2012). It 
could be the case that these security measures are 
so normalized that they do not affect the climate of 
the school and thus do not affect rates of school 
suspension. As Casella (2006) highlights, the use 
of fully dressed police officers represents the new-
est form of high-tech security measure. Although 
the present research cannot distinguish between 
fully dressed police officers and plainclothes re-
source officers, the finding that schools with secu-
rity officers experienced significantly higher rates 
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of in-school suspensions could be due to the fact 
that police officers represent the newest and most 
visible form of school security. As highlighted in 
the literature review, in the presence of fully 
dressed officers, students perceived that discipline 
was unfair (Kupchik & Ellis, 2008). Although the 
present research project cannot confirm this, it 
does find, at least, partial support. 

In addition, recent projects have found that 
having police officers in schools does not result in 
lower rates of crime, but it does significantly in-
crease the punishment of minor offenses—such as 
disorderly conduct—with harsher punishments, 
including in-school suspensions (Chongmin & 
Gottfredson, 2011). Moreover, the use of a police 
officer in the school does not, overall, decrease 
problem behavior (Jennings, Khey, Maskaly, and 
Donner, 2011). Overall, the findings of this study 
support such assertions as they relate to the use of 
in-school suspensions. 

The second hypothesis was also partially sup-
ported. The proportion of black students in the 
school was significantly related to all forms of sus-
pensions. This is a finding that many scholars have 
confirmed (Ferguson, 2001; Nolan, 2011; Welch & 
Payne, 2010). Moreover, the interaction between a 
security guard and the proportion of black stu-
dents in the schools was the only significant inter-
action, suggesting there is an important condition-
al effect between the proportion of black students 
in the school and the presence of a security guard 
on in-school suspensions. Scholars have found that 
schools with security officers are more likely to 
punish minor problem behavior more harshly than 
schools without school security officers (see 
Kupchik, 2010); however, it could also be that 
school administrators may feel safer in assigning 
students in-school suspensions, as opposed to out-
of-school suspensions, when there is a security 
officer present.  

The third and final hypothesis is of particular 
interest because parental involvement was found 
to correlate with both increased and decreased 
suspension rates based on the type of parental in-
volvement. In all three measures of suspensions, 
informal parental behavioral involvement (that is, 
when there were greater levels of parents involved 
with the school due to their child’s behavior) cor-
related with a significant increase in in-school, 
out-of-school, and total suspension rates. Con-
versely, the greater number of parents formally in-
volved with the school correlated with a significant 

decrease in in-school, out-of-school, and overall 
suspension rates. There are a number of plausible 
explanations for such a relationship. 

First, due to the cross-sectional nature of the 
study, it is likely that those parents were involved 
with the school in regard to their child’s behavior 
because the behavior was negative. In this case, 
one would expect the suspension rates to be 
greater. There is, however, another plausible ex-
planation. It is possible that parents were involved 
with the school due to behavioral issues because 
the school was more punitive in nature; disciplin-
ing students for minor offenses under the guise of 
zero tolerance increased the suspension rates, 
which, in turn, increased the percentage of parents 
involved with the school because of these discipli-
nary issues. In this vein, Bracy (2010) states: 

There can be significant downsides to 
many modern school security and disci-
pline policies…zero-tolerance policies, 
automatic suspensions, surveillance sys-
tems, and SROs are symbolic of the power-
lessness of students in contemporary pub-
lic schools. These policies not only reduce 
discretion of school administrators but also 
diminish students’ right to be heard, as any 
mitigating circumstances are deemed irrel-
evant (p. 389). 

The second finding of interest is that formal 
parental involvement is related to significantly 
lower levels of all types of school suspensions. As 
prior literature would suggest, parents who are 
involved formally with the school tend to have 
children who do not engage in delinquent behav-
ior compared with the children of parents who are 
not engaged with the school (Jung, 2007). More-
over, schools with a greater degree of parental for-
mal involvement could be more likely to commu-
nicate openly about the behavior in the school 
compared with schools that do not experience 
parental formal involvement. In this case, one 
would expect suspension rates to be higher in 
schools that have little contact with parents.  

One must wonder why different types of 
parental involvement were found to correlate dis-
tinctly with in-school, out-of-school, and overall 
rates of suspensions, even in the presence of con-
trols for both school and neighborhood levels of 
crime. In addition, the presence of a security guard 
was found to correlate with greater rates of in-
school suspensions, all else being equal, and thus 
negatively affect students. Because forms of 
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parental involvement were also related to suspen-
sions, future research should investigate the impact 
of the use of the newest and most advanced securi-
ty measures on parental dynamics within the 
school. 
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